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Abstract. Within the past year increased discussion has occurred about rates and patterns of land conversion 
in the Northern Plains, particularly conversion from native grass or rangeland into crop production. This 
discussion is driven by two concerns: (1) that this type of land conversion is becoming more widespread in 
the Dakotas and in the Northern Plains generally, and (2) that land conversion is reducing the amount of 
land available for both wildlife habitat and grazing. These concerns are expressed most strongly by advocates 
of wildlife protection and enhancement. Those concerned fear that landowners in the region will continue to 
convert grasslands to crop production, especially to corn production, as long as commodity market prices remain 
high. This report examines these concerns, focusing on the available evidence, which is limited, about rates and 
patterns of land conversion. It also presents additional questions on policy options that would respond to these 
concerns, most likely in the context of the 2007 farm bill. 
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Land Conversion in the Northern Plains 



Summary 

Land is being converted from native grass or rangeland into crop production in 
the Northern Plains region, especially in South Dakota, North Dakota, and Montana. 
Advocates of wildlife protection and enhancement, and grazing interests, are 
concerned that landowners in this region will continue to convert grasslands to crop 
production, especially to com production, as long as market prices remain high. As 
the rate of land conversion accelerates, those concerned suspect it will have 
significant environmental impacts and reduce the amount of land available for both 
wildlife habitat and grazing. They are seeking changes in public policy that might 
slow, halt, or reverse this process. 

The availability of reliable and timely data to examine these concerns is limited. 
Though not enough time has passed to document current trends in periodic surveys, 
anecdotal evidence from numerous sources suggests that grassland conversion to 
cropland is being observed more frequently in the Northern Plains than in years past. 
Identified data sets — each offering different time frames, collection techniques, and 
insights on this topic — indicate a shift in land use in the region. Questions 
concerning exactly how much land is being converted to cropland, where this land 
is located, and what forces are driving the change can be only partially examined with 
the limited data currently available. 

While the forces encouraging the conversion of land are not discussed in depth 
in this report, it is widely thought that the recent push for renewable energy from 
biofuels, rising market prices for corn, and advances in biotechnology are 
intensifying the conversion rate. Some of the possible conversion forces, such as 
expiring Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contract acres, commodity support 
program policy, and existing conservation compliance policy, might be reviewed by 
Congress in the context of the upcoming farm bill. Discussion on topics such as 
current policy, technological advances in crop production, changes in wildlife habitat 
and population, regional economics, and environmental sustainability could assist 
anticipated farm bill discussions. 
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Land Conversion in the Northern Plains 

Within the past year increased discussion has occurred about rates and patterns 
of land conversion in the Northern Plains, particularly conversion from native grass 
or rangeland into crop production. This discussion is driven by two concerns: ( 1 ) that 
this type of land conversion is becoming more widespread in the Dakotas and in the 
Northern Plains generally, and (2) that land conversion is reducing the amount of 
land available for both wildlife habitat and grazing. These concerns are expressed 
most strongly by advocates of wildlife protection and enhancement. Those 
concerned fear that landowners in the region will continue to convert grasslands to 
crop production, especially to com production, as long as commodity market prices 
remain high. This report examines these concerns, focusing on the available 
evidence, which is limited, about rates and patterns of land conversion. It also 
presents additional questions on policy options that would respond to these concerns, 
most likely in the context of the 2007 farm bill. 1 



Background 

The issue of increased land conversion activity in the Northern Plains over the 
past year, with a particular focus on central South Dakota, has been brought to the 
attention of Congress through field hearings and constituent correspondence. 2 
Constituents who object to visual indications that more land is being converted to 
crop production view the continuing pressure to convert land in the future, and at a 
rapid rate, as the larger issue. On the other hand, agricultural production is market 
driven. Landowners are responding to higher market prices by converting grassland 
into crop production. Rising com prices and the emergence of national policies that 
encourage additional production of crops as a domestic source of energy have created 
additional incentives for landowners to convert to crop production. 3 The U.S. 



1 The U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) has been requested to explore this 
topic as well. GAO expects to issue a report to Congress based on a more extensive 
examination of this topic later in 2007. 

2 Testimony presented at field hearings before the Subcommittee on General Farm 
Commodities and Risk Management of the Committee on Agriculture, House of 
Representatives, Serial No. 109-28, July 31, 2006, Wall, SD. Direct opposition to land 
conversion and commodity support programs as a driving factor to conversion were 
expressed in testimony by Wendi Rinehart and Judge Jessop, producers in the Northern 
Plains region. Also, on April 3, 2007, the Senate Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry 
Committee held a field hearing scheduled in Fargo, North Dakota, entitled “Northern Plains 
Priorities in the 2007 Farm Bill.” 

3 This was discussed by James Ham, President of the Georgia Association of Conservation 
District Supervisors, during a Senate hearing before the Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry 
Committee, on Working Land Conservation: Conservation Security and Environmental 
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